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Holistic nutritionist Monique Zizzy and Dr. Ashley Riskin believe in a ‘whole patient’ approach to medicine.
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Alternative care goes mainstream
 

Physicians blend ancient wisdom and complementary practices with
conventional methodology
 

BY RANDY SHORE, VANCOUVER SUN MARCH 14, 2013
 

 

 

When Dr. Ashley Riskin sits down with a new patient, the interview takes far longer than the industry
standard eight minutes.

Riskin’s first consultation lasts a full hour with a physician and 30 minutes with a health planner and
focuses on the totality of the patient’s well-being, not just illness or symptoms, but diet, stress factors,
exercise and sleep.

It’s an approach that until recently was far more common among so-called complementary and
alternative practitioners such as naturopathic doctors, homeopaths and doctors of traditional Chinese
medicine.

That’s no accident. Riskin works in an integrative medical practice alongside — and in collaboration
with — massage therapists, nutritionists, yoga instructors, chiropractors, naturopathic doctors and
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doctors of TCM.

Similar medical practices are popping across the city as a growing number of doctors trained in
conventional Western medicine take a “whole patient” approach to wellness and preventive medicine,
informed by ancient healing traditions.

B.C.’s public health insurance program does not recognize or fund this approach to medicine, so
patients pay out of pocket for the extra services, said Riskin. The initial consultation costs around $200,
while public health insurance covers the costs of most medical tests.

Nearly all the patients who use the clinic’s TCM practitioners, acupuncture treatments and chiropractic
services pay out of pocket for that, too. B.C.’s Medical Services Plan provides $23 a visit to a maximum
of ten visits a year only to low-income patients who use any of the following services: acupuncture,
chiropractic, massage therapy, naturopathy, physical therapy and non-surgical podiatry.

Acupuncture was most recently added to the list in 2008 after an extensive review of its medical benefit
and patient safety by the provincial government. That years-long approval process was driven in part
by demand from B.C’s large Asian community.

Western medicine is a conservative institution, slow to change, as is the government bureaucracy that
holds the purse strings.

“Integrative medicine is at least 10 years ahead of us in the United States in terms of established clinics
and training programs at universities,” said Riskin. Private health care in the U.S. has been able to
adapt more quickly to a changing marketplace for health care.

Despite consumer demand — Canadians spend nearly $4 billion a year on complementary and
alternative health care each year — our institutions have been slow to change.

Vancouver’s Asian community and B.C.’s “open-minded, organic-eating folk” are inherently more willing
to look at traditional healing models, according to Riskin.

And though fees for consultation and treatments not covered by MSP can quickly run into hundreds of
dollars, people are willing to pay for an approach to healing that focuses on wellness before treatment
and health care that feels natural and intuitive.

“We aren’t rejecting Western medicine nor are we unconditionally accepting alternative medicine,” he
said. “I call it open-minded skepticism.”

After 10 years of independent practice, TCM practitioner Melissa Carr joined Riskin’s Connect Health
clinic.

“I have always believed that a team approach to integrative care would bring the best results,” she said.
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“I had tried to do so with various practitioners who were housed in separate clinics, but did find it
challenging to keep up the communication.”

Holistic nutritionist Monique Zizzy believes her clients benefit from the shared knowledge and additional
tools available in an integrative practice.

When practitioners from different disciplines work as a team, patients get co-ordinated care, heal faster
and feel empowered to manage their own health, Zizzy said.

“In British Columbia, MSP at this time does not cover holistic nutrition consultations, but it is clinics like
Connect Health that I hope can one day show that preventive medicine care is the way to go,” she said.
“I think we as a team are well on our way to doing that.”

Riskin became interested in integrative medicine as a teenage working at an organic grocer and talking
about healing traditions around the dinner table with his family. While studying at the University of B.C.,
he founded the Alternative and Integrative Medical Society to bring in lecturers and organize
conferences to encourage progress in the field.

He decided it would be easier to effect change on mainstream medical practice as a physician than as
a naturopath.

Riskin and Dr. Lawrence Cheng, co-founders of Connect Health, an integrative practice on
Vancouver’s West Side, remain directors of AIMS.

In order to support a conventional practice and all its employees and overhead, doctors are forced to
rush their patients through, Riskin said.

“In med school, we were taught how to have an interview in 10 minutes and it’s just not practical and it
makes for a lot of unhappy family doctors,” said Riskin. “You just don’t have time to do good medicine.”

“We want to look at each person not as a list of symptoms, but as who they are, what supports they
have, what community they are part of and that’s a big component of what we do,” he said.

Medical practices that integrate lifestyle management and view illness as a breakdown in the larger
systems that dictate good health are part of a movement often called functional medicine.

“If you come in with a rash or eczema, giving you cortisone cream might get rid of the symptoms. But it
doesn’t explain why you had it in the first place,” Riskin explained.

Functional medicine views the body as a system, in many ways mirroring disciplines such as traditional
Chinese medicine that treat illness by rebalancing the body’s natural equilibriums. While elements of
TCM are not evidence-based, some herbal remedies and practices such as acupuncture do show
demonstrable benefits to patients.



13-03-20 12:15 AMAlternative care goes mainstream

Page 4 of 4http://www.vancouversun.com/story_print.html?id=8100636&sponsor=

“Functional medicine also looks at balance and the biochemistry of the body and how the
gastrointestinal system is working, how the endocrine and the hormonal systems are working, how the
body metabolizes and detoxifies and seeing what isn’t working and patterns of imbalance,” Riskin
explained.

Integrative medical practices are uniquely focused on every element of a patient’s life from emotional
well-being and stress management to nutrition and mind-body connection.
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